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background
Personal values have been extensively found to be relevant 
variables linked to prosociality; they are desirable and 
trans-situational goals that serve as guiding principles in 
people’s lives to select modes, means and actions, these 
reflecting what people consider relevant and worthy. Re-
search has investigated how cultural background influ-
ences people’s personal values and prosociality, but little is 
known about the influence of the perception of the values 
endorsed by significant others, namely the people belong-
ing to the micro-relational context with whom daily inter-
actions and exchanges are possible. Based on Schwartz’s 
theory of basic human values, we analyzed the moderat-
ing role of the perceptions of significant others’ values in 
the relationship between personal values and self-reported 
prosociality.

participants and procedure
Two hundred and forty-five Italian young adults (66.9% 
women) aged between 18 and 30 years (M = 22.58, SD = 2.53) 
completed a self-report questionnaire.
 

results
Specifically, openness to change values were a significant 
positive predictor of self-reported prosociality when re-
spondents perceived low importance assigned both to 
openness to change and self-transcendence by significant 
others, whereas conservation values were a  significant 
positive predictor of self-reported prosociality when re-
spondents perceived low importance assigned to self-en-
hancement by significant others.

conclusions
Our findings show a complex interplay between personal 
values and perceived significant others’ values in shaping 
young adults’ self-reported prosociality.
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Background

Prosociality, a key concept in social psychology, has 
attracted the attention of many scholars in recent 
decades. It is defined as the set of voluntary actions 
a  person may adopt in order to help, take care of, 
assist, share with, or comfort others (Caprara et al., 
2005). Interestingly, prosociality has been shown to 
hold a double advantage: As expected, the recipients 
of a prosocial action or behavior may profit from it, 
but those who adopt the kinds of voluntary actions 
described above may also have some benefits (Cap-
rara et al., 2012). Previous studies have shown how 
being prosocial toward others positively affects peo-
ple’s happiness (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005), individual 
and social adjustment (Caprara et al., 2000), and the 
perception of meaning in life (Klein, 2017). Based on 
this, it becomes relevant to understand the possible 
predictors of prosociality, in order to promote and 
foster this desirable tendency.

Although most research has focused on prosocial-
ity during childhood (e.g., Toseeb & St Clair, 2020) 
and adolescence (e.g., Arslantürk &  Harput, 2021), 
understanding prosociality during young adult-
hood may be particularly interesting. Establishing 
and maintaining positive social relationships, and 
being able to understand, share intimacy, and help 
loved ones are widely considered indicators of suc-
cessful young adult development (e.g., Scales et al., 
2016). Young adulthood is marked by a  variety of 
developmental tasks, including identity formation 
and the establishment of more mature intimate and 
interpersonal relationships, including with people 
outside the family (e.g., partners, friends, colleagues; 
Scabini & Iafrate, 2019). Young adults are therefore 
likely to be significantly influenced by what they 
perceive the people around them to consider worthy, 
namely what we called “perceived significant others’ 
values”. 

Among others, personal values have been found 
to be relevant variables linked to self-reported pro-
sociality (e.g., Caprara et al., 2012; Danioni & Barni, 
2019; Schwartz, 2010). Schwartz (1992) introduced 
the theory of basic human values, which is still con-
sidered the most “valuable” in the field of psychoso-
cial sciences with regard to this research topic (e.g., 
Roccas &  Sagiv, 2017; Vecchione et  al., 2020). Per-
sonal values are desirable and trans-situational goals 
that serve as guiding principles in a person’s life to 
select modes, means, and actions, these reflecting 
what people consider relevant and worthy. Specifi-
cally, it is the relative importance and the trade-off 
among relevant and competing values that contrib-
ute to guiding attitudes and behaviors (Schwartz, 
1992, 2012). Schwartz (1996) reported that, for ex-
ample, cooperation may be the expression of the 
importance given to self-transcendence values (in 
particular, benevolence) rather self-enhancement 

ones. Schwartz (1992) postulated the existence of 
10 value types, namely power, achievement, hedo-
nism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, be-
nevolence, tradition, conformity, and security. What 
distinguishes a value from another one is the type 
of goal or motivation that it expresses, namely the 
motivational goal underlying it. Moreover, these 
10 values are organized in a circular pattern: Those 
characterized by similar motivational goals appear 
next to each other (e.g., benevolence and universal-
ism), while those with different motivational goals 
are situated in opposing positions (e.g., power and 
universalism). In addition, values are systematized 
along two higher-order bipolar dimensions. The first 
dimension contrasts openness to change (hedonism, 
stimulation, and self-direction), which is character-
ized by an emphasis on change and independence, 
with conservation (tradition, conformity, and secu-
rity), which is instead characterized by self-restraint, 
preserving traditional practices, and safeguarding 
stability. The second dimension contrasts self-en-
hancement (power and achievement), where people 
prioritize their personal interests even at the expense 
of others, with self-transcendence (benevolence and 
universalism), where people transcend selfish con-
cerns to promote the welfare of others. More re-
cently, Schwartz and colleagues (2012) have empha-
sized that openness to change and self-enhancement 
may be conceptualized as personally focused values, 
which primarily regulate how one expresses per-
sonal interests and characteristics, whereas conser-
vation and self-transcendence are socially focused 
values, as they primarily regulate how one relates 
socially to others. The authors also attributed spe-
cific broader functions to values, considering them 
as promoting growth and self-expansion (openness 
to change and self-transcendence) or promoting self-
protection and anxiety-avoidance (conservation and 
self-enhancement).

When considering the relationship between per-
sonal values and prosociality, it is worth noting that 
researchers have consistently found that self-tran-
scendence values are positively related to this desir-
able behavior, whereas self-enhancement values tend 
to have a  negative relationship with this variable 
(e.g., Alessandri et al., 2009; Daniel et al., 2015). The 
conservation vs. openness to change axis has been 
instead less investigated regarding its relationship 
with prosociality. Previous research has highlighted 
mixed results, generally suggesting a  positive link 
between conservation values and self-report mea-
sures of prosociality (e.g., Benish-Weisman et  al., 
2019), while results about openness to change and 
self-reported prosociality appear to be substantially 
inconsistent, with some studies reporting a negative 
association (e.g., Espinosa et al., 2011) and others sug-
gesting instead a positive relationship (e.g., Bayram, 
2016; Schwartz, 2010).
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However, the previous literature focused on the 
value–reported behavior relationship has empha-
sized that this link is far from stable. Indeed, micro-
contextual (e.g., Padilla-Walker et al., 2012) and mac-
ro-contextual factors (e.g., Elster &  Gelfand, 2021) 
may reinforce or reduce the effects of personal val-
ues on behaviors, this suggesting “the plasticity of 
the value-behavior relation” (Ponizovskiy et al., 2019, 
p. 1). In line with this, Boer and Fischer (2013) car-
ried out a meta-analysis on the relationship between 
values and different kinds of behavior and tested how 
ecological, economic, and cultural factors may affect 
it. The results showed that these factors may inhibit 
or foster the above-mentioned link; therefore, the au-
thors claimed that the values–behavior relationship 
cannot be considered context-free. With specific at-
tention to the values–prosociality link, the authors 
reported that self-transcendence values are positive-
ly related to prosociality especially in individualis-
tic contexts, which leave a  great personal space in 
the adoption of social attitudes and behaviors com-
pared to collectivistic contexts. Similarly, Bardi and 
Schwartz (2003) emphasized that, whenever people 
feel low external pressure, their personal values are 
more likely to affect their behaviors in the expect-
ed direction (e.g., self-transcendence values are ex-
pected to positively affect prosociality). Indeed, the 
lack of external pressure leads to a stronger correla-
tion among values and corresponding behaviors as 
the effects of the values on attitudes and behaviors 
can be constrained in contexts with higher norma-
tive pressure on self-expression (e.g., Lönnqvist et al., 
2009). However, according to Verplanken and Hol-
land (2002) and their thesis of value activation, the 
temporary salience of values needs to be taken into 
account to understand their effect on behaviors. In-
deed, the authors support the hypothesis that values 
drive congruent behaviors when they are cognitively 
activated, either fostered or threatened by the wider 
context in which a person lives.

Several studies have considered the role of cul-
tural background and macro-context factors (cul-
tural and work environment, etc.) in influencing and 
shaping people’s value priorities and subsequent 
behaviors. Interestingly, people tend to perceive 
their value priorities as different from those of their 
fellow citizens, which are often perceived as more 
self-enhanced (Bernard et al., 2006; Lönnqvist et al., 
2012), even if these perceptions are disconfirmed 
by national data (e.g., Dobewall &  Strack, 2011). 
A  recent study carried out with large nationally 
representative samples in the United Kingdom and 
in the United States showed that it is not only the 
widespread national value (e.g., value perceived as 
relevant in a specific culture) of self-transcendence 
that encourages people’s civic engagement in terms 
of voting (whereas self-enhancement discourages 
it), but also the perceptions that this same value is 

considered relevant by a person who is perceived as 
a typical fellow citizen (Sanderson et al., 2019). An-
other study carried out in the field of organizational 
context with 202 salespersons working in different 
stores in the United States demonstrated how the 
so-called “corporate ethical values”, the perceived 
degree of congruity between employees’ and an or-
ganization’s ethical values, promote organizational 
citizenship behaviors (i.e., individual, voluntary, and 
chosen behaviors not imposed by the wider organi-
zational context that promotes its positive function-
ing; Sharma, 2018). Moreover, other studies have 
similarly highlighted how a  perception of incon-
gruity between the employees’ own ethical values 
and those promoted by their working organization 
may negatively affect the employees’ working expe-
rience, thus lowering their organizational commit-
ment and job performance (e.g., Sharma et al., 2009; 
Valentine & Barnett, 2003). 

Very little is known about the influence of the 
so-called microsystem that, according to Bronfen-
brenner’s (1979) ecological system theory, is the 
most immediate environment that surrounds and 
influences the person. Nevertheless, according to 
the interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; 
Kelley et al., 2003), in order to comprehend human 
behavior, it is essential to understand the way and 
the extent to which other people influence the indi-
vidual’s experience. All this makes the perceptions 
of what the other people consider relevant and wor-
thy likely to influence one’s own beliefs, attitudes, 
behaviors, etc. Unfortunately, values of those who 
are close to us – that is, the people belonging to the 
micro-relational context (e.g., family, colleagues, 
partners, classmates, friends) and with whom daily 
interactions and exchanges are possible – are an un-
der-investigated topic. From now on, we will refer 
to this as “perceived significant others’ values”. Con-
trary to what has been happening with values, there 
is an extensive psychosocial literature on other do-
mains showing that attitudes, judgements, decision 
processes, behaviors, self-reported behaviors, etc. are 
largely influenced by the perception of significant/
relevant others (see, for example, the cornerstone 
literature on individuals’ behavioral intentions and 
social perceptions). Moreover, perceived similarity 
(i.e., a positive association between self-descriptions 
and descriptions of others) generally has positive im-
plications for individual wellbeing and relationship 
quality (e.g., Locke et al., 2021). When focusing in-
stead on values, a study carried out with 677 Italian 
adolescents showed that the perception of one’s own 
classmates as characterized by giving importance to 
conservation values was relevant for adolescents in 
order to endorse these same values when enhanced 
by the mother (Barni et al., 2014). However, most of 
the literature has focused on the role of a specific mi-
cro-relational context, namely the family where the 
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perceptions of family members’ values are related to 
one’s own priorities and behaviors. A recent study 
carried out by Oh and colleagues (2021) on a wide 
sample of adults in Singapore showed that perceiv-
ing one’s own family as characterized by altruis-
tic values had a positive effect on the respondents’ 
connection to nature. Studies have also shown that 
adolescents’ and parents’ personal values tend to 
be positively correlated (e.g., Barni, 2009; Grønhøj 
& Thøgersen, 2009), and that children’s perceptions 
of parental personal values are relevant in driving the 
younger generation’s interests and behaviors (e.g., 
Frenzel et al., 2010; Šimunović et al., 2018). The lit-
erature on this topic is mainly focused on the process 
of family transmission of values and has therefore 
studied children’s perceptions of parents’ socializa-
tion rather than personal values, because these are 
the values that children believe their parents would 
like them to endorse (e.g., Barni et al., 2011; Danioni 
& Barni, 2018; Knafo & Schwartz, 2003). This percep-
tion is what contributes to the children’s accuracy 
and acceptance of those enhanced values (Grusec 
& Goodnow, 1994). It would be however necessary 
to extend the attention outside the family, especially 
when involving young adults, who are asked to shift 
their primary involvements away from contexts that 
supported dependence (e.g., families) to contexts of 
adulthood, which nourish adult interdependence 
(e.g., intimate relationships) (Tanner & Arnett, 2011). 
They are indeed embedded in multiple social con-
texts other than the family, whose perceived values 
may affect their own value priorities, including in 
relation to behaviors.

The present study

Based on the above considerations, the aim of the 
current study was to investigate the moderating role 
of the perceptions of significant others’ values in the 
personal values–self-reported prosociality relation-
ship in a  sample of Italian young adults. Although 
some studies have supported the relevance of oth-
ers’ values in shaping personal value priorities (e.g., 
Barni et al., 2014) and attitudes/behaviors (e.g., Oh 
et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2009), to our knowledge no 
studies have focused on the perceptions with regard 
to significant others as a  whole and examined the 
role of this relationship in the relevant values– self-
reported prosociality link. This was done in line with 
previous research suggesting that contextual factors 
may shape the relation between values and behav-
iors (e.g., Ponizovskiy et  al., 2019). Additionally, 
most research on this topic has only focused on ado-
lescence, leaving out the subsequent phase of the life 
cycle, which is extremely relevant in terms of value 
identity establishment (e.g., Russo et  al., 2021) and 
in the expression of prosociality (Streit et al., 2020). 

On the one hand, based on the previous litera-
ture (e.g., Bardi &  Schwartz, 2003; Boer &  Fischer, 
2013) and considering value importance levels, we 
hypothesized that the lower the perception of ex-
ternal pressure is, that is in our case perceiving 
significant others as assigning little importance to 
values, the more strongly personal values may af-
fect self-reported prosociality (H1). Our hypothesis 
is that perceived significant others’ value priorities 
could exert an important situational pressure. Bardi 
and Schwartz (2003) found that the less important 
a value domain in a relevant group is, the stronger 
is the relation between the personal importance of 
the value and the self-reported frequency of behav-
iors that express it. Similarly, other researchers have 
supported the idea that the effects of the values on 
attitudes and behaviors can be constrained in con-
texts with higher normative pressure on self-expres-
sion (e.g., Lönnqvist et al., 2009).

On the other hand, considering value contents 
two hypotheses can be formulated, both based on the 
extensive research literature on value congruity, ac-
tivation and salience (e.g., Sharma, 2018; Verplanken 
& Holland, 2002). Thus, we expected that the values 
(e.g., self-transcendence)–reported prosociality link 
(positive in the case of self-transcendence and con-
servation, and negative in the case of self-enhance-
ment)1 would be reinforced by the perceptions of sig-
nificant others as enhancing that same specific value 
(e.g., self-transcendence) (H2). For the same reason 
and based on the structure of Schwartz’s (1992) mod-
el of basic human values, we expected that a value 
(e.g., self-transcendence)–self-reported prosociality 
relationship would be reinforced by the perceptions 
of significant others as discouraging the motivational 
opposed value (e.g., self-enhancement) (H3). 

Participants and procedure

Participants

The participants were 2452 Italian young adults 
(66.9% women) whose age ranged from 18 to 30 years 
(M = 22.58, SD = 2.53). They were born in Italy and 
were residents in Italy at the time of data collection. 
Most of the participants were students (82%); oth-
ers were part-time (4.9%) or full time (11%) work-
ers, 0.5% were in search of employment, and 1.6% 
selected “other” as a response. In addition, 95.1% of 
them were unmarried, 3.3% had a cohabitating part-
ner, and 1.6% were married. Almost all of the par-
ticipants (99.2%) did not have children. Considering 
the participants’ education level, 0.8% had complet-
ed middle school, 62% had completed high school, 
24.1% had a three-year degree, 10.2% had a five-year 
degree, and the remaining 2.9% had achieved a Ph.D. 
or a master’s degree.
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Procedure

Participants were recruited by sending an email to 
students enrolled in various universities in north-
ern and central Italy to take part in the study. They 
were informed about the main aims of the study and 
that their participation was free and voluntary. Par-
ticipants who provided their informed consent were 
asked to complete an anonymous online self-report 
questionnaire that included the scales presented be-
low in order to measure the constructs of interest. 
The study was approved by the Ethical Committee 
of the Catholic University of Milan, Department of 
Psychology (approval number 7-17), and followed 
the American Psychological Association standard 
ethical guidelines for research. The main investi-
gator of this study had previously completed the 
National Institutes of Health training course “Pro-
tecting Human Research Participants” (certification 
number: 2107256).

Measures 

Sociodemographic information. Participants provided 
sociodemographic data (age, sex, educational level, 
occupation) and information about family character-
istics (marital status, presence of children).

Personal values. We used the Portrait Values 
Questionnaire (PVQ; Schwartz et  al., 2001), which 
was validated in Italian by Capanna and colleagues 
(2005), to measure the importance respondents gave 
to the four higher order value dimensions (con-
servation, openness to change, self-enhancement, 
and self-transcendence). The PVQ is composed of 
40 verbal portraits of a  person and his/her objec-
tives or aspirations, which reflect the importance of 
a  value. For example, “Thinking up new ideas and 
being creative is important to him/her. He/she likes 
to do things in his/her own original way” describes 
a person for whom openness to change is important. 
Each respondent’s values were inferred from his/
her self-reported similarity (from 1 – not like me at 
all to 6  –  very much like me) to people described. 
The scores of each value dimension were calculated 
by averaging the items for each value type. Cron-
bach’s α coefficients were .83 for conservation, .80 
for openness to change, .86 for self-enhancement, 
and .82 for self-transcendence.

Perceived significant others’ values. We used the 
Short Schwartz’s Value Survey (SSVS; Lindeman 
& Verkasalo, 2005) to measure the respondents’ per-
ceptions of significant others’ values. The partici-
pants were presented with the names of the 10 basic 
values followed by a brief explanation of their mean-
ing. For example, the participants were asked to rate 
the importance of “POWER, that is, social power, au-
thority, wealth” and “ACHIEVEMENT, that is, suc-

cess, capability, ambition, and influence on people 
and events” to measure self-enhancement values. 
The scale was adapted with the aim of measuring the 
perceptions of significant others’ values by asking 
the participants to rate the importance of each value 
according to the most relevant people around them. 
For the current study, the respondents were asked to 
rate each value on a nine-point Likert scale from – 
1 (opposite to their values) to 7 (of supreme importance 
for them). Internal consistency of all dimensions is as 
follows: openness to change, α =  .66; conservation, 
α = .76; self-enhancement, r = .58, p < .001; and self-
transcendence, r = .64, p < .001.

Prosociality. We used the Prosocialness Scale 
for Adults proposed in Italian by Caprara and col-
leagues (2005) to measure how respondents report-
ed themselves to be prosocial. The instrument is 
a  self-report, unidimensional 16-item scale for as-
sessing individual differences in adult self-reported 
prosociality and reflects behaviors and feelings re-
lated to four areas: sharing, helping, care-taking, 
and supporting others. Prosociality is conceptual-
ized as the individual tendency to undertake vol-
untary actions aimed at benefiting others. An item 
example is: “I share the things that I have with my 
friends” and respondents used a  five-point Likert 
scale, from 1 (never/almost never) to 5 (always/al-
most always). The scale showed good internal con-
sistency (α = .88). 

Data analysis

First, we checked whether the variables were nor-
mally distributed, considering that skewness and 
kurtosis should always be within the required range 
of −1.00 to +1.00. Second, we reported descriptive 
statistics (means, ranges, and standard deviations) 
and Pearson correlations between the study vari-
ables (i.e., personal values, perceived significant oth-
ers’ values, and self-reported prosociality). Third, we 
tested the moderation hypotheses (H1-H3) through 
a series of hierarchical regression models with per-
sonal values, perceived significant others’ values, 
and their interaction as predictors, and young adults’ 
self-reported prosociality as the criterion variable. 
We carried out four different regression models, 
one for each moderating variable (significant oth-
ers’ conservation, openness to change, self-enhance-
ment, and self-transcendence). The predictors were 
grand-mean centered to reduce multicollinearity 
(Frazier et  al., 2004). For additional interpretation 
of the significant interactions, we performed simple 
slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991), which we tested 
at ±1 SD of the moderating variable. We used SPSS 
23.0 (IBM Corp.) to carry out the moderation analy-
ses and Interaction! (Soper, 2013) to conduct the 
slope analysis.
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Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the study 
variables and the Pearson correlations between them.

On average, respondents reported that self-tran-
scendence values were the most personally important 
values (M  =  4.31), followed by openness to change 
(M = 3.84), conservation (M = 3.69), and finally self-
enhancement (M = 3.20). With regard to the percep-
tions of significant others’ values, it is important to 
note a different value hierarchy, where openness to 
change values (M = 4.27) were at the top, followed by 
self-enhancement (M = 4.21), conservation (M = 3.77), 
and finally self-transcendence (M  =  3.71). Personal 
and perceived significant others’ values showed 
several significant correlations. Correlations ranged 
from r = –.43, p < .001 between perceived significant 
others’ self-enhancement and self-transcendence to 
r = .55, p < .001 for perceived significant others’ self-
transcendence and conservation and for personal 
self-transcendence and self-reported prosociality. All 
personal values, except for self-enhancement, were 
significantly and positively correlated with respon-
dents’ reports of prosociality (from r = .20, p = .002  
for conservation and openness to change to r = .55, 
p <  .001 for self-transcendence), while only signifi-
cant others’ conservation was slightly positively re-
lated to self-reported prosociality (r = .16, p = .014). 

Table 2 shows the results of the moderation analyses. 
Overall, a significant direct and positive relation-

ship between personal self-transcendence values 
and self-reported prosociality emerged. When con-
sidering the moderating role of perceived significant 
others’ values in the relationship between personal 
values and prosociality, three different statistically 
significant relations emerged. Specifically, perceived 
significant others’ openness to change and self-tran-
scendence moderated the relationship between per-
sonal openness to change and self-reported proso-
ciality. Simple slope analysis revealed that personal 
openness to change was a significant positive predic-
tor of self-reported prosociality when respondents 
perceived a lower importance assigned by significant 
others to openness to change (β = .19, SE = .07, 95% CI 
[0.05, 0.32], p = .006; Figure 1) or self-transcendence 
(β =  .22, SE =  .07, 95% CI [0.07, 0.36], p = .004; Fig-
ure 2). In contrast, when they perceived higher levels 
of importance of these values assigned by significant 
others, openness to change did not significantly pre-
dict their self-reported prosociality (β = .01, SE = .07, 
95% CI [−0.12, 0.14], p = .864 for openness to change; 
Figure 1; β = .01, SE = .06, 95% CI [−0.12, 0.14], p = .910 
for self-transcendence; Figure 2).

Moreover, perceived significant others’ self-en-
hancement moderated the relationship between per-
sonal conservation values and self-reported proso-
ciality. In this case, simple slope analysis showed that Ta
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personal conservation was a significant positive pre-
dictor of self-reported prosociality when respondents 
perceived lower levels of importance assigned to self-
enhancement by significant others (β = .28, SE = .07, 
95% CI [0.13, 0.42], p <  .001; Figure 3). By contrast, 
when they perceived significant others as assigning 
higher importance to self-enhancement values, per-
sonal conservation values no longer predicted self-
reported prosociality (β = .02, SE = .06, 95% CI [−0.10, 
0.14], p = .732; Figure 3). 

Discussion and conclusions

The aim of the current study was to analyze the per-
ceptions of significant others’ values and to inves-
tigate their moderating role in the personal values–
prosociality relationship as reported by a sample of 
Italian young adults. Indeed, research has consistent-
ly shown the role of the macro-cultural context in 
shaping the value–behaviors relationship (e.g., Boer 
& Fischer, 2013; Roccas & Sagiv, 2010). However, less 
attention has been paid to the influence of values 
prioritized by the microsystem in which people live 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), that is, by the people with 
whom interactions happen often in daily life (e.g., 
family members, colleagues, partners, classmates, 
friends). 

Figure 1

The moderating role of significant others’ openness to 
change in the personal openness to change-reported 
prosociality relationship
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Figure 2

The moderating role of significant others’ self-tran-
scendence in the personal openness to change-reported 
prosociality relationship
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Figure 3

The moderating role of significant others’ self-enhance-
ment in the personal conservation–reported prosocial-
ity relationship
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First, we have highlighted a quite different value 
hierarchy between personal values and perceptions 
of significant others’ values. Indeed, at the top of 
the value hierarchy presenting personal values we 
found the more socially focused ones (self-transcen-
dence) – that is, values that enhance the importance 
of prosociality (Caprara et  al., 2012; Daniel et  al., 
2015; Schwartz, 2010) – while significant others 
were perceived as reinforcing the relevance of self-
focused values, namely openness to change and self-
enhancement. This result is in line with previous re-
search on the perceptions of values of a typical fellow 
citizen; others, more or less close to us (family, col-
leagues, and friends), are usually perceived as more 
oriented toward personally focused values (Bernard 
et al., 2006; Dobewall & Strack, 2011; Lönnqvist et al., 
2012). Indeed, the value discrepancy between the self 
and others is mainly due to the basic motivation of 
the need for uniqueness (Bernard et  al., 2006), also 
accompanied by the need to hold the most positive 
image of the self (e.g., Danioni & Barni, 2021). 

When considering the results of the regression 
models, it is interesting to note that self-transcen-
dence values were directly and positively correlated 
with self-reported prosociality, as already found in 
the wider literature on the topic (e.g., Caprara et al., 
2012; Daniel et al., 2015). The most innovative result 
concerns the interplay between personal values and 
perceived significant others’ values, but only in the 
case of the conservation vs openness to change axis. 
Interestingly, conservation and openness to change 
are the values whose relationship with prosociality 
appears to be more inconsistent and less clear com-
pared to the one that emerged when considering self-
enhancement vs. self-transcendence values (see, for 
example, Bayram, 2016; Benish-Weisman et al., 2019; 
Schwartz, 2010). This seems to suggest that perceived 
significant others’ values are more relevant in the 
case of the less stable and defined personal values–
reported prosociality link. In particular, we found 
that perceiving significant others as assigning low 
importance to openness to change on the one hand 
and self-transcendence values on the other strength-
ened the relationship between young adults’ person-
al openness to change and self-reported prosociality. 
Indeed, there was a  positive relationship between 
these variables when respondents perceived their 
close environment as not enhancing these specific 
values. Moreover, the positive relationship between 
young adults’ conservation values and self-reported 
prosociality was stronger when respondents per-
ceived their relational environment as assigning little 
importance to self-enhancement. 

These results partly confirmed H1: The weak-
ness of external pressure in terms of enhanced val-
ues strengthened the personal values–reported pro-
sociality link, but not for all the value dimensions, 
thus suggesting the importance of considering 

both importance level and content of values. In line 
with the previous literature on the topic (e.g., Bardi 
& Schwartz, 2003), we may suppose that where the 
relational context does not enhance the relevance of 
openness to change values, by avoiding “overexpo-
sure” to this value, and of self-transcendence values, 
that push towards the welfare of others, transcending 
selfish concerns, it leads to a truer personal endorse-
ment of prosociality, free from social pressure. It is 
in this case that the personal importance assigned to 
openness to change values may induce one to adopt 
other-focused behaviors such as prosocial ones. In its 
essence, openness to change, even if characterized by 
a personal focus, is a growth value able to promote 
self-expansion in the form of prosociality (Schwartz 
et al., 2012). 

Regarding instead the moderation effect of self-
enhancement on the conservation–reported proso-
ciality link, perceiving a  weak external pressure in 
terms of self-enhancement values can leave more 
room for personal conservation values, which usu-
ally enhance prosociality because of the relevance 
assigned to the groups to which people belong (e.g., 
Daniel et  al., 2015; Sanderson &  McQuilkin, 2017). 
This may be fostered whenever the relational envi-
ronment is perceived as not prioritizing the personal 
interests even at the expense of others. 

Our results did not support H2, according to which 
we expected value congruity in terms of conservation 
and self-transcendence to promote prosociality and 
in terms of self-enhancement to discourage it. How-
ever, they confirmed H3 to some extent. The relation 
between openness to change, which is a  personal 
focused growth value, and prosociality is reinforced 
by the perceptions of significant others as discourag-
ing a social focused growth value, namely self-tran-
scendence. On the other hand, the relation between 
conservation, which is a  self-protective value char-
acterized by a social focus, and self-reported proso-
ciality is reinforced by the perceptions of significant 
others as discouraging a self-protective value which 
is instead characterized by a personal focus, namely 
self-enhancement. This highlights that the external 
pressure mechanism operates in a more complex way 
than we hypothesized. Based on our preliminary re-
sults, it is the weakness of external pressure with re-
spect to the same value (as in the case of openness to 
change) or to values sharing some motivational goals 
(i.e., self-expansion and growth or self-protection 
against threats), but diverging in terms of focus (i.e., 
personal vs. social focus), that can activate and make 
more salient an individual’s values.

Previous research has demonstrated how the re-
lationships between values and behavior may differ 
across cultural groups. Indeed, culture is a modera-
tor between values and behavior (for a  review on 
this topic, see for example Roccas &  Sagiv, 2010). 
In the present study, we have emphasized that the 
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micro-relational context may also moderate this 
relationship. In doing so, we expanded previous re-
search by considering the specificity of the percep-
tions of significant others’ values, namely a  group 
of people with whom interdependence is highly 
relevant. Overall, our results confirmed that the 
weaker the external pressure is, the greater is the 
importance of internal factors as personal values 
(Shoda, 1999). Generally speaking, being surrounded 
by a relational context that assigns little importance 
to value priorities contributes to activation of one’s 
own personal values. 

Even though previous research has indicated that 
people show higher levels of subjective well-being 
and positive functioning when their value priori-
ties are congruent with those prevailing in their en-
vironment (Caplan, 1987; Locke et  al., 2021; Sagiv 
&  Schwartz, 2000; Sharma, 2018), our results high-
lighted that the congruity between personal values 
and the perceptions of significant others’ values is 
not relevant in fostering young adults’ reported pro-
social behaviors. In other words, value congruity, 
when referring to the perceptions of significant oth-
ers’ values, does not work as reinforcement in acti-
vating personal values. We may here speculate that 
what activates them, instead, is perceiving growth 
self-expansion vs self-protection goals underlying 
personal values to some extent as threatened by the 
context. This is an intriguing speculation that de-
serves further investigation. 

All studies have weaknesses, and our study is of 
course no exception. First, we used a cross-sectional 
design, and thus it was not possible either to draw 
causal inferences from the results or to catch age-
related specificities and changes over time; compara-
tive or better longitudinal approaches could help in 
addressing this issue. Second, young adults were our 
only informants, reporting their perceptions of sig-
nificant others’ values. Despite perceptions of oth-
ers’ values being relevant in guiding behaviors (e.g., 
Šimunović et al., 2018), they may be highly different 
from significant others’ actual values (e.g., Grusec 
& Goodnow, 1994). Third, we used only a self-report 
measure of prosociality. As is known, prosociality is 
especially susceptible to social desirability bias, with 
respondents tending to overestimate their own pro-
social behavior (Luengo Kanacri et al., 2021). It would 
therefore be worthwhile that future studies on this 
construct include a measure of, and control for, social 
desirability. 

Overall, this study paves the way for the study 
of values in the close relationship process, which is 
a  mostly neglected area in the available literature 
(Gaines, 2016); this despite positive interdependence, 
including appreciation of the other’s differences and 
conflict resolution, has proved to be a useful instru-
ment to support the effectiveness of values education 
programs at school and within the broader com-

munity (e.g., Johnson &  Johnson, 2010). The pres-
ent study has clearly shown that it is not only the 
trade-off between values that needs to be taken into 
account to better comprehend the value–behavior 
link (Schwartz, 1992, 2012), but also the micro-rela-
tional context to which people belong, and in par-
ticular their perceptions of significant others’ values. 
Indeed, these perceptions may be so relevant as to 
significantly moderate the personal values–self-re-
ported prosociality link.

Endnotes

1 Given the inconsistent previous results (e.g., Bayram, 
2016; Benish-Weisman et al., 2019; Espinosa et al., 
2011; Schwartz, 2010), we did not develop any spe-
cific hypothesis about the direction (positive or 
negative) of the relationship between openness to 
change and self-reported prosociality. 

2 Part of this dataset was used in a study by Danioni 
and Barni (2021).
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